Ellen H. Richards, Pioneer in Home Economics by Rye, Cora
Volume 6




Ellen H. Richards, Pioneer in Home Economics
Cora Rye
Iowa State College
Follow this and additional works at: http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/homemaker
Part of the Home Economics Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Publications at Iowa State University Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in The Iowa Homemaker by an authorized editor of Iowa State University Digital Repository. For more information, please contact
digirep@iastate.edu.
Recommended Citation
Rye, Cora (1926) "Ellen H. Richards, Pioneer in Home Economics," The Iowa Homemaker: Vol. 6 : No. 3 , Article 5.
Available at: http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/homemaker/vol6/iss3/5
4 THE IOWA HOMEMAKER 
Ellen H. Richards, Pioneer in Hotne Economics 
OMICRON Nu, the Home Econom-ics honorary society, has for a 
part of its aim, the promotion of 
scholarship and leadership in all fields 
of Home Economics. Gamma chapter 
makes some special effort each year to 
acquaint the freshmen girls with the 
organization and to instill in them the 
desire to make the time spent in col-
lege count for mind and character de-
velopment and for professional.growth. 
This year in addition to awarding a 
certificate and pin at the first all col· 
lege convocation to the girls who re· 
ceived the highest grade in the fresh· 
man year, an essay contest for fresh· 
men was planned. A prize of len dol· 
Iars was offered for the best essay on 
any of the following women who had 
been active in the promotion of home 
economics: Ellen H. Richards, Is a· 
bel Bevier and Mary B. Welch. 
The award has been given to Cora 
Rye and her essay on the life of Ellen 
H . Richards follows. 
Ellen H. Richards, Pioneer in Home 
Economics 
In every field of Home Economics 
one hears often spoken the name of 
Ellen H . Richards. In the minds of 
many people, there may be questions 
of, "Who is this woman?" and "What 
relation does she have to the Home 
Economics world?" •She it was who 
unified many diverse interests in the 
Home Economics movement, so that 
schools were organized, courses of in· 
struct!on were formulated, and a suc-
cession of teachers and dietitions were 
trained. She is, in reality, the pioneer 
of our Home Economics of today, and 
as such it may interest us to know 
something of her life. 
Ellen H. Richards was born Decem· 
ber 3, 1842 on the Swallow homestead 
in rural New England. She was an 
active and adventurous, but a dainty 
and frail child. Her doctor advised 
her to run freely in the open air, and 
from that time on she spent most of 
her time out-of-doors, riding horses. 
driving the cows to pasture, pitching 
hay, and weeding her small garden. 
Nevertheless, her household tasks 
were not neglected. "At the age of 
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thirteen she had mastered the house· 
keeping arts under the tutelage of her 
mother." 
· She climbed with zest the difficult 
paths of science. After graduating 
from the academy at Westford and 
from Vassar College, she entered, in 
January, 1871, the Massachusetts In-
stitute of Technology. She was the 
first woman to enter the Institute, but 
had decided to take chemistry for a 
life study. She received her degree 
of Bachelor of Science in Chemistry 
from the Institute in 1873, and in the 
same year was given a Master's de· 
gree from Vassar upon the presenta-
tion of a thesis, and a long and search· 
ing examination. 
On June 4, 1875 she was married to 
Professor Robert Hallowell Richards, 
head of the Department of Mining En·. 
gineering of the Institute. At first she 
furnished her home with carpets as 
everyone else did, but later, because 
of the greater efficiency, she substi· 
tuted rugs for carpets, used gas in-
·stead of coal for cooking, installed a 
telephone, and operated a vacuum 
cleaner. ·She counted the cost not 
only in money, but in time and steps 
as well. She was, in all, a perfect 
housekeeper. 
Howev:er, she still devoted part of 
her time to her profession of chemist.. 
Through her efforts, a woman's labor· 
atory was opened in November, 1876 
in the Institute of Technology. She 
devoted all of her time to the service 
of its students, and contributed some 
money for its support. She was given 
a place on the faculty of the Institute 
of Technology, and, in reality, per· 
formed all of the duties of Dean of 
'Vomen, although she was never given 
that title. 
At this time she entered upon an 
undertaking; namely, the New Eng-
land Kitchen of Boston, which was an 
attempt to feed the poor scientifically, 
After a long series of studies, beef 
broth, vegetable soup, pea soup, corn 
meal mush were placed on sale by 
weight or measure. The New Eng· 
land Kitchen was a forerunner of 
other kitchens, and of school lunch 
projects. From it the new profession 
of "Dietition" developed. 
The organization of the Home Ec-
onomics movement, was the crowning 
labor of Mrs. Richards ' life. It had 
its beginning in the Lake Placid Con· 
ference of Home Economics held in 
1899, but was finally organized on De· 
cember 31, 1908. "She was its presi-
dent, its prophet, its intrepreter; its 
conservator, its inspirer, and to use 
her own word, its engineer." Under 
her leadership, the Home Economics 
Journal was published, and Manual 
Training and Domestic Science were 
established in schools. 
This indomitable courage and ser· 
vice was shown until the time of her 
death on March 30, 1911. Her influ· 
ence will go on forever. One hears or 
her in schools and colleges and other 
educational institutions. Her life goes 
on in a thousand forms and in a thous· 
and places. "She was the center of a 
great outporing," adopting no service 
from others but giving it unstintingly 
herself, seeking knowledge that ·she 
might give it back to the world in 
helpfulness, and making patient un· 
remitting efforts to multiply the tal-
ents which she had received. To her, 
we the ·Home Economics of today, owe 
a tremendous debt which can only be 
paid by carrying to still further de· 
velopment the work which she began 
for us. The sentiment wnlch Is ex· 
pressed in that beautiful poem written 
by Laura E. Richards in her memory 
vividly portrays our love and respect 
for her : 
"A voice is hushed: but ere it failed , 
The listening echoes caught its tone, 
And now its message clear and keen 
On every wind of heaven is blown. 
A staff is broke: but ere it snapped, 
Those who had leaned on it so long 
Had made its steadfast fibre theirs. 
And fare now forward, straight and 
strong. 
A light is quenched: but ere it paled, 
It lit a hundred torches' flame, 
That shine across the darkening sky, 
And star with gold one honored 
name." 
Clippings From the American Home Economics Convention Daily 
Miss Neale S. Knowles, State Lead-
er, Iowa State, reports her extension 
staff attendance 100 percent. 
The Iowa delegation is well repre-
sented but teary-eyed over the resigna-
tion of their beloved Dean Anna Rich· 
ardson. 
The largest student delegation 
comes from Ivwa. When you can't find 
them in the dining room, page them at 
the meetings. You'll find them. 
We are notified that Mrs. Blanche 
Ingersoll Seder of Chicago is unfortu-
nately detained at home because of the 
illness of her husband. She was to 
have been on the Friday program of 
the Homemakers' Section. 
Mabel Russell of Iowa State College 
got her hair bobbed just before start-
ing on the ride Wednesday afternoon. 
Catherine Landreth of New Zealand is 
held responsible for the final persua· 
sion. 
Cupid has been shooting a lot of ar· 
rows-the profess:onals are not im· 
mune. Last December Miss Florence 
Busse (six years food professor at 
Iowa State College), became plain Mrs. 
Smith. Two days later Blanche L . In· 
gersoll, the former Betty Cro.cker of 
WCCO, changed her name to Mrs. 
Seder. 
The "truant officers" refused to ad· 
mit Dr. Blunt, Anna Richardson and 
Margaret Edwards because they had 
forgotten their badges. 
